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GENERAL JOSEPH REED'S NARRATIVE OF THE 

MOVEMENTS OF THE AMERICAN ARMY IN 

THE NEIGHBORHOOD OF TRENTON 

IN THE WINTER OF 1776-77. 

[The original of the following narrative is in the handwriting of General 
Joseph Eeed, and is in the possession of one of his descendants. It was 
used by the late William B. Eeed in preparing the life of his grandfather, 
and is the basis of Chapter XIV. vol. i. of that work. It contains some 
interesting facts which were omitted by Mr. Eeed, and others which, from 
the style of composition he adopted, leaves the reader at a loss to know from 
whence the information was derived. Its abrupt ending shows it to be but 
a fragment, but it is nevertheless an interesting and valuable document well 
worth preserving in its original form. — Ed.] 

The Army under Gen. "Washington having compleated the 
Surprize of the Hessians at Trenton, a Consultation of Officers 
was held in which it was resolved to march the Prisoners 
off & cross the Delaware & return to Pennsy 1 these Reasons 
were assigned — 

1. That the Enemy was in force both above & below viz. 
at Princeton & Bordentown — for at that Time it was not 
known, that a great Part of the Enemy's Force was gone 
down to Mount Hollow 25 Miles below Trenton. 

2. There were great Quantities of Spirituous Liquors at 
Trenton of which the Soldiers drank too freely to admit of 
Discipline or Defence in Case of Attack. 

3. The Stroke being brilliant & successful it was not pru- 
dent or politick even to risque the Chance of losing the 
Advantages to be derived from it. 

On the other Hand it was argued that. — Successes & bril- 
liant strokes ought to be pursued — that History shewed how 
much depended upon improving such Advantages — & that a 
Pannick being once given no one could ascertain the benefi- 
cial Consequences which might be derived from it if it was 
push'd to all its Consequences. However the former Opinion 
prevailed. The American Army having secured the Prisoners, 
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& sent them off under a proper Escort march'd about 8 Milea 
cross'd the Delaware and returned to its former Quarters. 

Here we ought to take a View of the Enemy at Borden 
Town & Mount Holly & also of our own Force at Philadel- 
phia, Bristol & the lower Parts of New Jersey. Previous 
to the Attack of Trenton Col. Griffin had pass'd over to 
New Jersey with 2 Companies of Virginia Troops & was 
join'd by the Jersey Militia so as to make his Numbers about 
500. Gen 1 Puttnam was at Philad" receiv g the Pennsylv. 
Militia & collecting what he could from the Counties of 
Gloucester Salem & Cumberl d in West Jersey. 

The Adj' Gen 1 of the Continental Army (Col. Reed) cross'd 
the River at Burlington & went at night to M' Holly to see 
what Force Col. Griffin had & what Assistance the Attack 
then meditated on the Enemy's Cantonm 43 could derive from 
him, but he found Col. Griffin in bad Health & was inform'd 
that his Force was too weak to be depended on either in 
Numbers or Discipline, that all he expected was to make a 
Division & draw the Notice of the Enemy before whom he 
proposed to retire if they should advance in any Force. The 
Adj. Gen 1 returned that Night to Bristol & informed Gen. 
Washington by Letter of these Circumstances. This Man- 
oeuvre tho' perfectly accidental had a happy Effect as it drew 
off Count Donop who then commanded at Bordentown with 
his whole Force to M' Holly which he entered a few Days 
after & accordingly Col. Griffin retir'd skirmishing with the 
Enemy a few Miles with little Loss on either side & bringing 
off his Artillery with him. 1 

* " Galloway, in his pamphlet on the conduct of the war in the middle 
colonies (p. 159), published in London, in 1780, says, ' To draw Donop from 
Bordentown, and prevent his supporting Rhal (Washington) sent 450 militia, 
many of them boys, picked up in Philadelphia, Gloucester, and Salem 
counties, not to fight, but to fly as soon as they had misled Donop. The 
plan succeeded ; Donop marched against this insignificant rebel party with 
his whole corps, 80 left at Bordentown excepted, down to Mount Holly, 
twelve miles from his own post, and eighteen from Trenton, the post he 
ought to have been at hand to support. The rebels dispersed on his ap- 
proach, yet, instead of returning to support Rhal, he loitered two days 
about Burlington without an enemy to oppose.' "— Eeed's Reed, vol. i. 
p. 273. 
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As it was deemed a most important Circumstance to draw 
of the attention of the Enemy from the Place of Attack, 
on the Night of the 24 th December the Adj. Gen. went to 
Philad : to urge Gen 1 Puttnam if possible to reinforce Col. 
Griffin & engage the Attention of the Enemy in that Quarter 
during the Attack now fixed for the 25 th but he found Col. 
Griffin had returned very ill, that the two Companies of 
Virginians had also returned leaving their two small Pieces 
of Iron Cannon & a few Militia at Morris Town & Haddon- 
field. Gen 1 Puttnam tho' anxious to do something found 
that the Shortness of the Time & the unprovided State of 
the Militia would not admit of the Corporation design'* 1 , & 
after resting a few Hours the Adj* Gen 1 returned to Bristol. 
At this Place lay the Pennsylvania Militia chiefly composed 
of the City Battalions, very well provided for the Eield & 
also about 500 Rhode Island Troops a part of the Detachm 
commanded by Gen. Lee before his Capture under the Com- 
mand of Col. Hitchcock, 1 without Shoes or Blankets & other- 
wise in wretched Plight for a Western 3 Campaign. The 
whole making about 1500 Men & under the Command of 
Gen 1 Cadwallader appointed a Militia Brig" a few Bays 
before. With this Force it was resolved to cross the River 
& attack Count Donop then at Mount Holly with ab' the 
same Number of Men & to make the Attack as nearly as 
possible at the Time of that on Trenton, viz. on the 26 th 
Decern' in the Morning. 

To prevent as much as possible any Notice to the Enemy 
it was concluded to take a Circuitous March by Dunkes's 
Ferry rather than cross at Burlington where it was supposed 
the Enemy had too many Friends — besides which tho' the 
Distance was about 5 Miles farther the Country thro' which 
we were to pass was woody & uninhabited. Accordingly 
about Sunsett the Boats moved down from Bristol & at Dark 
the Troops began their March the Light Infantry & Militia 
in Front & the Continental Troops in the Rear, when they 
arrived at the Ferry. The Light Infantry push'd over in 

1 Colonel Daniel Hitchcock, of Ehode Island. 8 Winter ? 
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the first Boats & landed on the opposite Shore in a few 
Minutes, the Weather being fine tho' cold. It had been 
attempted to keep the Troops from kindling any Fires on 
the shores before they embark'd but this was found impossi- 
ble & we were obliged to take our Chance of giving the 
Enemy the Alarm. The Adj. Gen 1 & two or three Field 
Officers of the Militia cross'd over to forward the Landing 
of the Men, but to their great Surprize & Mortification they 
found the Ice had drifted in such great Quantities upon the 
Jersey Shore that it was absolutely impossible to land the 
Artillery. An Attempt was made by them to land their 
Horses which was effected with such Difficulty as excluded 
all Hope of debarking the Field Pieces. 1 Advice of this 
being sent over to the other Shore — The Troops which by 
this Time were nearly all transported were ordered to return. 

They accordingly began to reimbark with great Reluc- 
tance, by this Time the Ice began to drive with such Force 
& in such Quantities as threatened many Boats with absolute 
Destruction. To add to the Difficulty about Day Break 
there came on a most violent Storm of Rain Hail and Snow 
intermixed in which the Troops march'd back to Bristol 
except a Part of the light Infantry which remained till next 
Day. 3 It being impossible for us to cross with our Horsea 
we went up to Burlington where we were concealed in the 
House of a Friend — That Part of Jersey being then con- 
sidered as entirely in the Enemys Possession : — And the first 
Objects that presented in the Morning were two Hessian 
Dragoons riding down to observe the River. 

About 7 oClock in the Morning the Firing was heard at 
Trenton & we remained in great Suspence & Anxiety for the 
Event of an Enterprize on which the Fate of America then 
seemed to depend. 

In the Course of the Day a Report was spread of its 
Success which so animated the Troops at Bristol that it was 
concluded to cross the River again the next Moruing & pro- 

' Colonel Ooperthwaite said that they had to walk one hundred yards on 
the ice to get on shore. — See Heed's Reed, vol. i. p. 276. 
8 See Journal of Sergeant Young, supra, 258-9. 
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ceed to Borden Town & from thence endeavour to join Gen 1 
Washington then supposed to be at Trenton — accordingly 
Orders were given for the Troops to refresh & be in Readi- 
ness to march next Morning. At Sunrise the Company of 
light Infantry proceeded about 2 Miles above Bristol & em- 
barked, they were soon followed by the Battalions the Rhode 
Island Troops being delayed to receive some Cloathing which 
had arrived from Philad. the preceding Night. About 1 
oGlock when the Militia had all landed & the Rhode Island 
Troops were about to embark a certain Account arrived of 
the Success at Trenton & also that Gen. Washington had 
recrossed the River with his Prisoners. This unexpected 
Circumstance threw us into the greater Perplexity & occa- 
sioned a Variety of Opinions. It was contended by those 
who proposed returning that the Motives which had caused 
this Movement had now ceased — that there were no Troops 
to support us — that Count Donop was equal if not superior 
in Numbers & might soon march back from Mount Holly 
that a Retreat over the River would be impracticable & the 
Consequences fatal. Col. Hitchcock of the Continentals was 
strongly of this sentiment & urged the Return not only on 
Acc't of the State of his Troops but the Hazard of continu- 
ing on the Enemy's Shore with such a Force & such raw 
Troops. On the other Hand it was urged that the Militia 
being taken from their Families & kept out a long Time 
without Action began to grow uneasy that this was the 3d 
Time they had been drawn out & if they should again return 
without attempting any Thing a general Desertion might be 
apprehended. That our Affairs required Enterprize & tho' 
the Success at Trenton might be brilliant; its Effects would 
depend upon being followed up. That the Shock to the 
Enemy must be very great & if they were attacked before 
they recovered the Panick, no one could say to what Extent 
the Success might be push'd. The Glory & Honour of emu- 
lating the Troops at Trenton was also urged & the Necessity 
of recovering Jersey to save Philad*. Long & pretty warm 
Debates ensued & of those who were against returning some 
were for proceeding to Mount Holly to attack the Hessians 
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who were supposed to be there to which Gen. Cadwallader 
inclines others to march on to Bordeptown which might be 
expected to be weakly provided with Troops in Donops 
Absence. At length as an Expedient to reconcile those who 
were for returning proposed that the Troops should proceed 
to Burlington where they could wait farther Advice & pro- 
ceed to Borden Town or Mount Holly as the Intelligence 
might direct — or if necessary embark & return to Bristol. 
This was approved & just as the Orders were given an intel- 
ligent Officer who had rode forward a small Distance returned 
with an Account that he had seen some of the Enemy's 
Yaugers. This was so important as well as surprizing a 
Piece of Intelligence that it was necessary to ascertain it 
immediately. I proposed to Col. Cox & Col. Copperthwait 1 
to accompany me we accordingly set out reconnoitred the 
Woods where it was expected they were & to our great 
Satisfaction found the Report was groundless — we imme- 
diately sent an Ace' to Gen. Cadwallader who ordered the 
Troops to proceed. 

We then push'd on towards the Enemy's Out Posts which 
were about 4 Miles from Burlington, halted at a small Dis- 
tance from the Place where their Picquets usually kept, & 
seeing no Smoak or Appearance of Men advanced to it & 
found it evacuated, upon interrogating the Neighbours it 
appeared that on the Advice of the Disaster at Trenton 
Count Donop immediately began his Retreat in the utmost 
Pannick and Confusion, calling in his Guards & Parties as he 
proceeded & that the Guards in this Neighborhood had gone 
oft' precipitately the preceding Evening. Advice of this 
Evacuation was immediately sent to Gen. Cadwallader, but 
by this Time the Day was spent the Troops having been 
under Arms all Day required Rest & Food — they were near 
Burlington where they could be provided with both & 
were accordingly march'd to that Place with Orders to be 
under Arms at Daybreak the next morning. In the mean 
Time the above Gentlemen proceeded to Borden Town where 

1 John Cox and Joseph Coperthwaite of the Pa. Militia. 
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they learnt that upon the Runaways from Trenton coming 
in the 26th, The Hessians & their Followers the Refugees 
fled in great Confusion leaving their sick behind them. It 
was observed that almost every House on the Road had a 
red Rag nailed up on the Door which the Inhabitants upon 
this Reverse of Affairs were now busily pulling down. 
Bordentown bore all the Marks of a savage Enemy. The 
poor terrified Inhabitants effectually broken & hardly resem- 
bling what they had been a few Months before. Col. Cop- 
perthwaite returned from this Place to Burlington to give 
Gen. Cadwallader a State of Aft'airs & urge him to push on 
the Troops. After getting some Refreshment we push'd on 
to Trenton which we found evacuated in like Manner not a 
single Soldier of either Army being there & the Town in a 
still more wretched Condition than the other. From this 
Place I wrote to Gen. Wash'g by Express informing him of 
the State of Things of the Progress of Gen. Cadwallader's Di- 
vision & the Retreat of the Enemy & urging him to cross the 
River again & pursue the Advantages which Providence had 
presented, representing also that there was a great Prospect 
of overtaking Donop before he could reach Princetown or 
Brunswick where the Enemy were yet in Force. Some 
Doubts it is said arose in the General Council on this Occa- 
sion some of the Members who disapproved the Enterprize 
advised the sending Orders to the Militia to return, but the 
General & some others declared that tho' they would not 
have advised the Movem' yet being done it ought to be sup- 
ported & the Orders were accordingly issued for the Troops 
to prepare to cross the River. Majors Clark & Bush with 
two Parties of light Troops were first detached & march'd 
into Trenton about 2 o'Clock when they received their Direc- 
tions from me & proceeded in pursuit of Donop with Orders 
to harass his Rear & if possible detain him till the other 
Troops could come up. Gen. Cadwallader on the same Morn- 
ing had put his Troops in motion & came to Borden Town 
that Day from whence he detached Col. Matlack 1 of the 

1 Timothy Matlack. 
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Militia with a select Party of Riffle Men to endeavour to 
overtake the Enemy. The Pursuit was so grateful that not- 
withstanding the Severity of the Weather, Badness of the 
Roads, being also unprovided with Tents or any other Cover- 
ing they push'd on that Night to Allentown. Here they 
learnt that Donop had divided his Forces ordering a Detach m' 
to Princetown by a Cross Road & proceed to Brunswick with 
the Remainder. Col. Matlack press'd so close that next 
Morning early he surprized a Party of the Refugees who 
by this Time supposing themselves out of Danger had stayed 
a few Moments behind the Troops. Six or Seven among 
whom were some new made Officers were Prisoners & one 
Pearson a Man of Substance and Influence but a bitter 
Enemy to his Country attempting to escape & refusing to 
stop when called to twice was shot dead on the Spot, 1 a Cir- 
cumstance which struck the Tories with more Dismay than 
20 Executioners by Law would have done. 

The Parties pursued as far as Cranburry when find g the 
Enemy so far advanced & also being informed that our Main 
Body had halted at Crosswicks they returned to Allen Town. 
In the mean Time Gen. Washington was bringing over his 
Troops with all Expedition. It may not be a disagreeable 
Digression to observe that Col. Rhall who had commanded 
the Hessians at Trenton & was mortally wounded in the 
Affairs of the 26 th died on the 27 th & his Papers being 
brought to me it appeared that he had received Notice from 
Gen. Grant at Princeton of the intended Attack which was 
very exact as to the Time tho' mistaken as to Circumstances 
supposing it to be Detachment under the Command of L d 
Stirling. However there was so much Information as would 
have put a prudent Commander on his Guard. Nor in this 
did Rhall fail but an Accident truly casual or rather Provi- 
dential baffled his "Vigilance. A Scout g Party returning 
from the Jerseys to Pennsylv" fell in with the advanced 
Picket & gave an Alarm about 2 Hours before the real 
Attack which being mistaken for that mentioned in Grant's 

» This incident is mentioned by Sergeant Young, see supra, 260. 
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Letter threw them into a State of greater Security than 
ever — the Storm also induced them to get under Cover & lay 
aside their Arms especially as the Day was considerably 
advanced before the Attack began. On the 2g th Gen 1 "Wash- 
ington cross'd the River himself & came to Trenton & soon 
after all the Troops under his immediate Command rende- 
vouzed at that Place Gen. Cadwallader remaining at Cross- 
wicks. 

la this Pause no Plan of farther Proceeding being settled 
& Intelligence being very obscure & doubtful, the General 
observing to the Adj. Gen 1 who was a Native of that Place 
& well acquainted with the Inhabitants & Country around 
that some Intelligence must be procured if possible & that 
the great Vigilance of the Enemy had deterr'd Spies from 
venturing or at least they were of little Service. 

The Adj. Gen. proposed taking such of the Philad. Light 
Horse as could be spared & proceeding to the Neighbourhood 
of Princeton where either by Prisoners or otherwise Che 
desired Intelligence could be had accordingly he proceeded 
with 7 Gent whose Names for the Gallantry of the Action 
which followed deserve to be remembered viz: Mess. 
Hunter, Dunlap, J. Caldwell, Pollard, Peters. They met 
with very little Success on their Way or in the Vicinity of 
Princeton to which they had approached within the Distance 
of 3 Miles. The Arms and Ravages of the Enemy had 
struck such Terror, that no Rewards would tempt the In- 
habitants tho' otherwise well disposed to go into Princeton 
on this Errand. But it being fully resolved not to return 
while there was a Chance of Success, it was concluded to 
pass on & even to go round Princeton expecting that in the 
Rear they would be less guarded, as they were passing 
slowly on almost within View of the Town a British Soldier 
was observed passing from a Barn to the Dwelling House 
without Arms, it being supposed to be a Marauder two of 
the Party were sent to bring him in, but they had scarcely 
set off before another was seen & then a 3d when the whole 
was ordered to charge which they did without the least 
Hessitation & surround* the House 12 British Soldiers 
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equipped as Dragoons & well armed, their Pieces being all 
loaded, & having the Advantage of the House surrendered 
to 7 Horsemen of whom 6 had never before seen an Enemy. 
The Sergeant only escaped out of a back Door & represented 
at Princetown that he had fought his "Way thro' 50 Horse 
-which was as readily believed. 1 Besides these Prisoners a 
Commis r was also taken & from the whole a very perfect 
Account was obtained that L d Cornwallis with a Body of 
pick d Troops & well appointed had the Day before reinforced 
Grant at Princeton & that this Party was pressing Waggons 
to begin their March the next Morning in order to dislodge 
us from Trenton. That their whole Force could not be less 
than 7 or 8000 but if it had been less it was still much 
superior to our whole Force. It was then considered 
whether we should join Gen. Cadwallader at Crosswicks 7 
Miles distance or order him to join the main Body at 
Trenton or keep the Troops divided & order the Division 
under Gen. Cadwallader to fall upon Brunswick by Way of 
Cranbury at which Place it must be supposed they were very 
weak by the Draught of the Troops to Princeton ; the Troops 
at Trenton to govern themselves by Events follow Gen 1 Cad- 
wallader if he should proceed or if he did not, the whole to 
retire before the Enemy untill they could be covered in their 
embarkation across the River by the Gallies which more 
moderate "Weather now permitted to act again. The Danger 
of acting in Detachment ag st the whole Force of the Enemy, 
the Possibility of cutting off the two Bodies from each other 
while acting separately & the Necessity of supporting the 
Militia with more regular Troops were offered as Reasons 
for ordering a Junction, on the other Hand the taking the 
Enemy in an uuguarded & unexpected Point capturing their 
whole Baggage & releasing Gen. Lee then a Prisoner at 
Brunswick were offered as Reasons for the March to that 
Place, but the former Opinion failed & Orders were sent to 
Gen. Cadwallader on the last of December to join the main 

1 This exploit took place about a mile southeast of Clarksville, see note, 
supra, 261. 
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Body at Trenton as soon as possible. The calling in his Out 
Posts & advanced Guards from Allen Town & elsewhere took 
up some Time, but on the 2 d Jan r they march'd into Trenton 
by which Time the Intentions of the Enemy were fully 
ascertained & small Portion of their Horse appeared on the 
Road between Princeton & Trenton. On the 2 d Jan' in the 
Morning certain Advice came of the Approach of the 
Enemy. The main Body of the Army then laying in 
Trenton & the advance in a Wood a few Miles on the Road 
tow ds Princeton with a Creek called the Shabbacunk in 
Front. It then became necessary to consider whether to 
wait for the Enemy on the high Ground near the Town or 
retire over the Bridge in the Town & take the advantageous 
Ground on the East 6ide of the Assanpink a Creek which 
runs thro' the Town & over which is a narrow Stone Bridge 
the Water for some Distance above this Bridge not being 
fordable & the high Ground on the East Side below the 
Bridge giving the Advantage of Ground to the Defendants. 
Before this was determ d as I was perfectly acquainted with 
the Country I suggested to the General that should the 
Enemy divert us in Front & throw a Body of Troops over 
the Assanpink a few Miles up where there were several 
Fords the American Army would be completely inclosed 
with the River Delaware in their Rear over which there 
would be neither Time nor Means of crossing this Intelli- 
gence appeared so important to him that he directed me to 
proceed to that Quarter with all possible Dispatch & assuring 
me that he would immediately dispatch a Body of Troops 
to act as Occasion might require. The Danger of the left 
Flank being turned by the Enemy now in great Force & the 
superiour Advantage of the Ground on the East side of the 
Bridge with the Creek in Front induced Gen 1 Washington 
to fix upon that as the Ground where he would meet the 
Enemy if they advanced. About 12 oClock the Enemy 
made a Halt on the North side the Shabbacunk about 3 
Miles from Trenton but soon after pressing on [with] great 
Rapidity they cross'd the Creek driving our Riffle Men & 
small Parties before them, untill they reach'd the high 
Vol. viii. — 27 
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Ground near the Town where several of the Battalions were 
drawn up & check'd their Advance. In the mean Time the 
Militia & principal Part of the Army had cross'd the Bridge 
the Enemy evidently attempting to out flank our left & pres- 
sing on with great Force, our Troops gradually yielded the 
Ground keeping up a regular Fire of Musquetry & Artillery 
with some loss on both sides. 1 The German Battalion being 
then just raised & commanded by an OflScer who had never 
been able to divest himself of the Ideas he had acquired in 
the British Army gave way with very little Resistance & 
the Colonel suffered himself to be taken Prisoner when he 
might easily have escaped by remaining with his Troops the 
Countenance & Favour afterwards shown this Person by the 
Enemy fully confirmed the Suspicions then form'd of him. 
It may be proper now to see what was passing on the Right 
of the Army. The Adj* Gen : having proceeded with the 
few Philad Light Horse to examine the Fords found the one 
at Henry's Mill two Miles from Trenton scarcely passable for 
Horses the Water being rapid & high. At Philips's Mill 
about 1 Mile higher the Ford was in very good Order & had 
the Enemy taken the Opp ty of passing it the Consequences 
would probably have been fatal. 

1 Sergeant Young describes this conflict in his journal, see supra, 263. 



